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ABSTRACT
The current study pilot tested a popular music media literacy website that was
developed based on the final report of the APA Division 46 Task Force on the
Sexualization of Popular Music (2018). The study hypothesized that popular
music media literacy education would produce significant differences between
the baseline assessment and post-literacy assessment for outcomes related to
music reflecting real life, viewing the self as similar to music portrayals, music
skepticism, level of engagement with music, and self-reported self-esteem. It
was also hypothesized that participants would report favorable attitudes
regarding the popular music media literacy website being tested. Participants
included 52 emerging adult college students who completed the baseline
assessment and the post-literacy assessments after reviewing the popular
music media literacy website. At baseline, participants reported moderate
levels of music as reflecting real life, viewing themselves as similar to music
representations and self-reported self-esteem. Participants also reported high
levels of music skepticism and engagement with music at baseline. Results
indicated that the popular music media literacy website was effective in
increasing general music skepticism. The implications for future research and
next directions are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
The rapid and widespread changes in media over
recent decades are driven by new technology that has
drastically changed how information is produced,
distributed, and consumed (Alvermann & Hagood,
2000; Hobbs & Jensen, 2009). For example, these
technological advances have made music, which is the
preferred media of teens and young people (Rideout,
2017) and connected to youth culture (North et al.,
2000), highly accessible to consumers from all
demographics, regardless of location (Warburton et al.,
2014). Previous research has suggested that children and
young people are heavy music consumers and that this
consumption increases with age (Christenson &
Peterson, 1998; Gonzalez de Rivas et al., 2009; Kaestle
et al., 2007). Furthermore, music consumption has
changed in modality (e.g., MTV music videos to internet
viewing) and increased in frequency (Australian
Communications and Media Authority, 2010; 2016;
Christenson, 1992; Kaestle et al., 2007; Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2003). Research has reported that children
and young people spend about four hours daily listening
to music (Recording Industry Association of America
[RIAA], 2016). This is important considering that
research indicates potential negative impacts from
exposure to specific types of content in popular music
among consumers.
Previous research has found an association between
sexualized popular music and identity and gender role
development (Gonzalez de Rivas et al., 2009),
stereotypical gender role attitudes, sex role stereotypic
schemas, and gender ideals (ter Bogt et al., 2010), as
well as self-objectification (Vandenbosch & Eggermont,
2012), and body dissatisfaction (Bell et al., 2007) among
young female consumers. Permissive sexual attitudes
(ter Bogt et al., 2010) and engaging in risky sexual
behaviors (Wright & Rubin, 2017) have also been
associated with consumption of sexualized popular
music. Sexual violence, sexually aggressive behavior,
and gendered aggression (Aubrey et al., 2011) have also
been associated with sexualized popular music.
Other research has examined the consumption of
popular music and substance use. Overall, popular
music has been found to play an important role in social
beliefs around substance use, influencing both substance
use attitudes and behaviors ( Rigg & Estreet, 2018). For
example, specific music preferences have been
associated with positive beliefs and an increased
likelihood of engaging in substance use (Russell et al.,
2017). It is widely accepted that media content can

influence decision making in both positive and negative
ways (Burt, 2018; Rigg & Estreet, 2018; Ward, 2016)
and that distorted media portrayals can negatively
impact the self-esteem of consumers, because musicians
may falsely portray various behaviors (e.g., substance
use) and consequences of such behaviors (e.g.,
addiction), leading to unrealistic expectations among
consumers (Burt, 2018; Ward, 2016). Considering the
plethora of research that has been conducted in this area,
it is clear that the content of some popular music can
have concerning effects on consumers.
Theoretical perspective
The current study is grounded in cultivation and
social cognitive theories. These two theoretical
perspectives explain the relationship between exposure
to popular music content and the impact on consumers
documented in previous research. Based on cultivation
theory, it may be that popular music can shape
consumer’s cognition in various ways based on media
exposure. Specifically, cultivation theory proposes that
the more a person is exposed to repetitive messages in
the media, the more the person begins to believe that
what they are exposed to is real (Cohen & Weimann,
2000; Gerbner et al., 1994). Consistent with cultivation
theory, music artists create a false reality based on how
they portray and endorse particular behaviors through
their music (Beullens et al., 2012). Consumers may be
more likely to make decisions, adopt thinking processes,
and behave in ways similar to the content that they have
been exposed to via the music media; considering these
as ‘the norm’ (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2008).
According to social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1977; Bandura & Walters, 1963), people learn through
observing others within the context of social
interactions, experiences, and environmental influences,
such as media. An individual does not need to
specifically replicate a behavior they have observed to
learn it, the learning can occur vicariously, including via
vicarious reinforcement. For example, when an
individual sees that a behavior receives a positive
consequence, such as presenting sexually increases
popularity, they conclude that to increase popularity,
they need to present sexually. The information extracted
from those observations will drive decisions about
engaging in the behavior. Observational learning occurs
through observing role models, which can include
symbolic models presented in popular music. The
degree of learning from such models is dependent on the
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level of attention given to the model, which increases if
consumers find the model similar to themselves.
Media literacy initiatives
Educators are often tasked with challenging
dominant stereotypes and negative content in media.
Educators have to find the best way to prepare students
to be critical consumers of media, as the world around
them is one of almost constant media consumption
(Alvermann & Hagood, 2000). It is imperative to
educate students about how some media content is
affecting consumer’s perceptions of reality of gender by
addressing gender insensitive language found in some
media, and by disrupting female and male stereotypes
(Graydon, 1997). To this end, media literacy needs to
become an important part of media education to prepare
children, adolescents, and adult consumers to analyze
the media they are exposed to with a critical view. Media
literacy can be an effective tool to combat unrealistic
perceptions portrayed in popular music content
(Pinkleton et al., 2012). Media literacy education and
campaigns have become more significantly studied, as
media literacy has been shown to assist in the reduction
of risky health behaviors, such as the use of tobacco,
alcohol, or engaging in risky sexual behaviors (Vahedi
et al., 2018). Warburton (2012) suggests that media
literacy should be taught alongside health education in
schools, with this curriculum being taught as a ‘healthy
media diet,’ similar to the healthy food diet taught
currently in schools.
Research on technology use and student’s abilities to
critically analyze and understand media has
demonstrated the need for media literacy education. For
example, although most participants in a recent study
had access to media, a majority of the participants (52%)
demonstrated competencies at the most basic and lowest
level (Pereira & Moura, 2019). Many researchers have
recommended that those who consume media should be
able to question the intentions of the creator and the
content of the media they are consuming (Ey, 2014;
Rodesiler, 2010). Explanations on how music content is
created by music artists and businesspeople are
important to include within a media literacy curriculum,
as well as consumerism (Ey, 2014) given the primary
motive of creating musical content is to sell products
(Tobias, 2014; Ey & McInnes, 2015). Though music
media is considered an “older” form of media compared
to social media, the lack of concrete studies on music
1

literacy and the continued popularity of music
entertainment,
especially
among
younger
demographics, necessitates the current study (Brown et
al., 2006; Brown & Bobkowski, 2011).
The current study
Wright and colleagues (2019) outlined specific
recommendations regarding popular music media
literacy in their APA Division 46 Task Force on the
Sexualization of Popular Music report (2018).
Recommendations specific to emerging adults and
college students included: (1) popular music media
literacy should include understanding, analysis, and
reflection on media content related to depictions of
gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality as well as social
context, control, resistance, and pleasure related to
consumption of popular music (Ey, 2014; Tobias, 2014);
(2) popular music media literacy should include
education regarding the music industry and should
explain that music content comes from the music artist
and businesspeople at the record labels (Tobias, 2014)
with the aim to market and sell products (i.e.,
consumerism) (Ey, 2014; Ey & McInnes, 2015); (3)
popular music media literacy should include
demonstrations of effects related to autotune, photoshop, and music creation with instruments and
accompanying tools; and (4) popular music media
literacy should examine the social functions of music
(Hobbs, 2009) and the history behind music genres and
the contexts that contribute to them (Tobias, 2014).
Thus, the popular music media literacy examined in this
study aimed to meet these specifications outlined in
Wright and colleagues (2019).
The current pilot study evaluated a popular music
media literacy website1 created to help emerging adults
develop critical thinking skills about popular music
media and to motivate them to evaluate the content that
they are exposed to via popular music. The website built
upon the recommendations of the report of the Division
46 Task Force on the Sexualization of Popular Music
and covers the role of consumers relative to music
development, aspects of being a knowledgeable
consumer, different music genres and their popularity
over time, the use of social media by music artists, the
use of autotune in creating music, building the image of
the music artist and branding, impression management,
artists’ reflection and regret regarding their previous
actions, the intent of popular music being for
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entertainment, the major record labels in the music
industry, and sociodemographic factors of those
involved in the creation of and consumption of popular
music. The website presents information on these topics
using visual depictions, graphics, text, as well as videos.
Considering the recommendations of Wright and
colleagues (2019) as well as the cultivation and social
cognitive frameworks, our study had five hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1: Consistent with the cultivation theory
(Cohen & Weimann, 2000; Gerbner et al., 1994), it was
hypothesized that popular music media literacy
education would produce significant differences
between the baseline assessment and post-literacy
assessment for outcomes related to viewing music as
reflecting real life. If media literacy can reduce the
realism of popular music portrayals among consumers,
the potential negative effect of popular music content
can be reduced.
Hypothesis 2: Consistent with social cognitive
theory (Bandura & Walters, 1963; Bandura, 1977), it
was hypothesized that popular music media literacy
education would produce significant differences
between the baseline assessment and post-literacy
assessment for outcomes related to viewing the self as
similar to music media portrayals. If media literacy can
reduce how consumers view music portrayals as similar
to themselves, they are less likely to vicariously learn
and try to replicate false or unrealistic behaviors and
image portrayals from popular music models, reducing
the potential negative effect of popular music content on
consumers.
Hypothesis 3: Consistent with the research of Burt
(2018) and Ward (2016), it was hypothesized that
popular music media literacy education would produce
significant differences between the baseline assessment
and post-literacy assessment for outcomes related to
music skepticism. If media literacy can increase
skepticism of popular music, then the likelihood of
consumers developing unrealistic expectations will
decrease, hindering the potential negative effect of
popular music content on consumers.
Hypothesis 4: Considering the high level of popular
music engagement (RIAA, 2016), it was hypothesized
that popular music media literacy education would
produce significant differences between the baseline
assessment and post-literacy assessment for outcomes
related to participants' level of engagement with music.
Effective media literacy may reduce the level of
engagement with popular music content.
Hypothesis 5: Considering the research of Burt
(2018) and Ward (2016), it was hypothesized that

popular music media literacy education would produce
significant differences between the baseline assessment
and post-literacy assessment for outcomes related to
participants' reported self-esteem. If media literacy
efforts can provide a buffer of protection for consumers'
self-esteem, the potential negative effects of popular
music content can be reduced.
METHOD
Participants
Participants included a total of 99 college students of
various majors from a large southeastern United States
public research university who were recruited through
their undergraduate general education psychology
courses and received class credit for participating in the
online study. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants. Ninety-nine participants completed the
baseline assessment and were provided with the popular
music media literacy website link. Fifty-two participants
completed the post-assessment. Data presented are for
the 52 participants that completed both the baseline
assessment and the post-assessment. The majority of
participants were White (n = 29, 55.8%). The remaining
participants identified as Hispanic (n = 13, 25%), and
“other” (n = 10, 19.2%). Participants included 20 males
(38.5%) and 32 females (61.5%). Participants were
between the ages of 18 and 24 years (M = 18.79, SD =
1.07).
Measures
Participants completed demographic information
(age, racial identification, biological sex) at baseline
followed by measures related to participants popular
music consumption habits and attitudes regarding
popular music and media influences. They also
answered items about their daily and weekly popular
music consumption. Participants spent around 12
minutes (M = 11.78, SD = 8.79) completing the baseline
assessment. Measures are detailed below.
Realism. A total of ten items were adapted from
Austin and Johnson (1997) and Scull and colleagues
(2018) to assess if participants viewed music as
reflecting real life. Example questions include “Real
people act like music artists” and “Musicians and other
people in music are as sexually experienced as young
adults.” Items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree.
Items were averaged to derive a total score that was used
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in analysis, with higher scores indicating viewing music
as more of a reflection of real life. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability for the current study was .70 in the baseline
assessment and .73 in the post-assessment.
Similarity. Seven items derived from Austin and
Johnson (1997) and Scull and colleagues (2018) were
used to determine how similar participants viewed
music artists to themselves. Example questions include
“I do things that music artists do” and “I feel like I am
similar to music artists.” Items were scored on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 5
strongly agree. Items were averaged to derive a total
score that was used in analysis, with higher scores
indicating participants identifying strong similarities
between music artists and themselves. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability for the current study was .75 in the baseline
assessment and .80 in the post-assessment.
Media skepticism. Seven questions (Scull et al.,
2018) were used to determine how skeptical participants
were of popular music. Another ten questions adapted
from Pinkleton and colleagues (2012) were asked to
determine participant’s level of awareness regarding the
potential influence of music. Example questions for
media skepticism include “Music misrepresents what
might happen if people have sex” and “Music
misrepresents what might happen if people use drugs or
alcohol.” Example items for media awareness were
“Messages in music affect the way people my age think
about gender” and “The way race is shown in music
affect the way people my age behave.” Items were
scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly
disagree to 5 strongly agree. Both scales were highly
correlated, indicating that they were measuring the same
underlying construct, and combined in the current study
for a score on media skepticism. Items were averaged to
derive a total score that was used in analysis, with higher
scores indicating more skepticism related to music.
Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the current study was
.80 in the baseline assessment and .84 in the postassessment.
Engagement with music. A total of twelve items
adapted from Vanstone and colleagues (2016) were used
to assess participants' level of engagement with music.
Example items include “I listen to music while I perform
chores or boring tasks” and “I am usually excited by the
chance to hear the music that I like.” Items were scored
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly
disagree to 5 strongly agree. Items were averaged to
derive a total score that was used in analysis, with higher
2

scores indicating more engagement with music.
Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the current study was
.86 in the baseline assessment and .88 in the postassessment.
Self-Esteem. Participants completed the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem scale (Rosenberg et al., 2020) at both
baseline and post-assessment. This is a ten-item
questionnaire. Example items include “I feel that I have
a number of good qualities” and “I take a positive
attitude toward myself.” Items were scored on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 5
strongly agree. Five items were reverse coded. Items
were averaged to derive a total score that was used in
analysis, with higher scores indicating higher levels of
self-esteem. Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the current
study was .91 in the baseline assessment and .91 in the
post-assessment.
Demographics. Participants answered three
questions regarding their age, racial identification, and
biological sex.
Popular music media literacy
After completing the baseline assessment,
participants were provided with a link2 to the popular
music media literacy website that was created for the
purposes of this study. Participants viewed the website
online from their location as this study was conducted
completely remote. It was expected that participants
would spend approximately 90 minutes reviewing the
content contained on the popular music media literacy
website.
Post-assessment measures
The post-assessment contained the same measures as
the baseline assessment, with the exception of the
demographic questions. Participants were also asked to
evaluate the popular music media literacy website that
they reviewed for this study. Participants spent almost
10 minutes (M = 9.52, SD = 6.64) completing the postassessment.
Procedure
Ethics approval was given by the Institutional
Review Board (approval number 00001655).
Participants were invited to take part in a study to
evaluate popular music media literacy. They completed
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all aspects of the study online in which they signed up
to participate via the SONA system, which then directed
them to the online Qualtrics questionnaire. At the end of
the assessment, participants were provided with a link to
the popular music media literacy website, followed by a
link to the post-assessment, which was also
administered via the SONA system and Qualtrics.
Participants took an average of 2.04 days to review the
popular music media literacy website prior to
completing the post-assessment. The baseline and postliteracy assessments were matched according to the
unique participant identification code that was assigned
to them when they signed up to participate in the study.
RESULTS
Data analysis
Preliminary analyses were conducted to assess the
reliability of scales, distributional characteristics, and
the extent of missing data. Missing data for the current
study were minimal (< 5%), therefore a simple mean
substitution method was used (Kline, 2005). This
method of handling missing data is preferable to
deletion methods as it allows for complete case analyses,
does not reduce the statistical power of tests, and takes
into consideration the reason for missing data (Twala,
2009). Moreover, this method of data imputation is a
good representation of the original data as long as the
missing data are less than 20%, which was the case in
this study (Downey & King, 1998).
Analyses in the current study included: (a)
intercorrelations of baseline and post-literacy outcome
measures and (b) mean comparisons for baseline
measures. To test the hypotheses in the current study (c)
paired samples t-tests were conducted to assess the

effectiveness of popular music media literacy for
realism, similarity, skepticism, engagement, and selfesteem.
Intercorrelations
Intercorrelations among outcome measures at
baseline assessment and post-literacy can be found in
Table 1. Significant correlations were found for many of
the outcome measures taken during both time points. For
instance, realism scores taken at the baseline assessment
were significantly correlated to realism scores at the
post-literacy assessment (r = .70, p <. 001). The same
trend occurred for baseline and post-literacy similarity
(r = .70, p < .001), skepticism (r = .67, p < .001),
engagement (r = .83, p < .001), and self-esteem (r = .84,
p < .001).
Additionally, several of the outcome measures
assessed at baseline were significantly correlated with
each other. The results indicated that baseline realism
was related to both baseline similarity (r = .54, p < .001)
and self-esteem (r = -.28, p < .05). Several of the
outcome measures assessed at post-literacy assessment
were also significantly correlated with each other. The
results indicated that post-literacy realism was
associated with post-literacy similarity (r = .57, p <
.001) and skepticism (r = -.33, p < .05). Post-literacy
engagement was associated with post-literacy selfesteem (r = .30, p < .05).
Finally, there were significant correlations between
several baseline and post-literacy assessments. Baseline
realism was positively correlated with post-literacy
similarity (r = .46, p < .001), and baseline similarity was
positively correlated with post-literacy realism (r = .70,
p < .001). Additionally, baseline engagement (r = .34, p
< .05) was correlated with post-literacy skepticism.

Table 1. Intercorrelations of study variables
1
1.T1.Realism
2.T2.Realism
3.T1.Similarity
4.T2.Similarity
5.T1.Skepticism
6.T2.Skepticism
7.T1.Engagement
8.T2.Engagement
9.T1.Self-Esteem
10.T2.Self-Esteem
**p <.001, *p <.05.

2
.70**

3
.54**
.40**

4
.46**
.57**
.70**

5
-.02
-.18
-.06
-.09

6
-.17
-.33*
.00
-.19
.67**

7
-.21
-.11
-.14
-.12
.24
.34*

8
-.07
-.00
.00
.07
.13
.23
.83**

9
-.28*
-.21
-.03
-.16
-.10
.08
.11
.06
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-.25
-.24
-.02
-.12
-.17
.08
.21
.30*
.84**

34

Table 2. Baseline and post-literacy assessment
Skepticism

Realism

Engagement

Self-Esteem

Baseline

M
3.55

SD
.65

M
2.85

SD
.52

Similarity
M
2.88

SD
.65

M
4.38

SD
.56

M
3.65

SD
.86

Post-Literacy

3.79

.73

2.83

.57

2.86

.70

4.35

.59

3.69

.90

Baseline assessment
At baseline, participants reported moderate levels of
viewing music as real (M = 2.85, SD = .52), viewing
themselves as similar to music representations (M =
2.88, SD = .65) and self-esteem (M = 3.65, SD = .86).
They also reported high levels of music skepticism (M =
3.55, SD = .65) and engagement with music (M = 4.38,
SD = .56).
Effect of popular music media literacy
Paired samples t tests were conducted to determine
if there was an effect on the outcome variables after
engaging with the popular music media literacy. Results
indicated a significant difference for music skepticism, t
= -3.11, df = 51, p = .003, d = -.43, with participants
reporting an increase in music skepticism. No other
significant differences were found between baseline and
post-literacy assessment. Descriptive statistics for
baseline and post-literacy measures can be found in
Table 2.
DISCUSSION
The current pilot study evaluated a popular music
media literacy website that was developed for the
purposes of this study with the aim of meeting the
guidelines outlined in Wright and colleagues (2019)
regarding popular music media literacy. The goal of the
popular music media literacy website was to help
emerging adults develop critical thinking skills related
to popular music media and to motivate emerging adults
to evaluate the purpose and production of music media
(i.e., the use of autotune as an effect in creating music),
marketing strategies used by music artists’ (i.e., the use
of social media by music artists, building the image of
the music artist and branding, and impression
management) and the content contained in popular
music..
At baseline, participants reported moderate levels of
viewing music as real and viewing themselves as similar
to music representations. Participants also reported high

levels of music skepticism, engagement with music, as
well as moderate levels of self-esteem at baseline.
Popular music media literacy
The current study hypothesized that there would be
significant differences between the baseline assessment
and post-literacy assessment regarding perceptions that
music reflects real life (hypothesis 1), viewing the self
as similar to music portrayals (hypothesis 2), general
music skepticism (hypothesis 3), level of engagement
with music (hypothesis 4), and reported self-esteem
(hypothesis 5). Results of the current study partially
supported our hypotheses.
Results indicated that the popular music media
literacy website was effective in increasing general
music skepticism (hypothesis 3). Increasing consumer
skepticism related to popular music is exceptionally
important as it can decrease the likelihood that
consumers believe the distorted media portrayals that
are often presented via popular music (Burt, 2018;
Ward, 2016). This will help consumers view popular
music media representations critically and identify
unrealistic portrayals of behaviors and personas, which
has associated with a decrease in self-esteem and
negative decision making (Burt, 2018; Pinkleton et al.,
2012). This is why many researchers recommend that
consumers develop the skills needed to question the
intentions and content contained in the media that they
are consuming (Ey, 2014; Rodesiler, 2010).
Consistent with the theoretical perspectives
considered in this study, if consumers develop increased
skepticism regarding popular music content, they are
less likely to believe that the content portrayed via
popular music is a reflection of reality (Cohen &
Weimann, 2000; Gerbner et al., 1994) and are less likely
to learn vicariously from popular music media models
(Bandura & Walters, 1963; Bandura, 1977).
The hypotheses that there would be differences in
perceptions that music reflects real life (hypothesis 1),
viewing the self as similar to music portrayals
(hypothesis 2), the level of engagement with music
(hypothesis 4), and reported self-esteem (hypothesis 5)
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between baseline assessment and post-literacy
assessment were not supported by the current data.
These null results may be a reflection of the small
sample size utilized in this pilot study. Even so, our
results still reinforce the recommendations of Wright
and colleagues (2019).
The Task Force on the Sexualization of Popular
Music (2018) concluded that popular music media
literacy should provide tools to critically analyze music,
and thus allow skepticism of the media being consumed,
as well as provide awareness of potential effects of
exposure and the best practices for consuming popular
media (see also Wright et al., 2019). Previous research
in media and music literacy has focused on providing
more awareness and raising skepticism towards the
content being consumed to allow for effective
evaluation of the source (Austin et al., 2005; Van de
Vord, 2010). The increase in music skepticism postliteracy found in the current study may be related to a
ceiling effect, as general skepticism is well-developed
before adolescence (Austin et al., 2005).
Limitations and implications for future research

authors. Correspondence concerning this article should
be addressed to Chrysalis L. Wright, Department of
Psychology, University of Central Florida, 4000 Central
Florida Blvd, Orlando, FL 32816. E-mail:
Chrysalis.Wright@ucf.edu. We thank the following
individuals for their contribution to this research project
through the web-based development of the popular
music media literacy that was examined in this study:
Delaney Rust (University of Central Florida) and Samira
Youssef (University of Central Florida).
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